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READING THE BOOK OF MORMON
IN LIGHT OF THE BIBLE
David Rolph Seely

T

his volume is a welcome addition to the growing body of scholarly studies of the Book of Mormon. S. Kent Brown brings to

this collection of ten scholarly studies several decades of dose, careful
reading of the Book of Mormon and years of training and experience
in biblical studies. In this volume he applies to the text of the Book of

Mormon methodologies used for years on biblical texts: word studies, form criticism, and compa rative analysis. The results are solid
and significant. Six of the studies were published between 1984 and
1993. These are "Recovering the Missing Record of Lehi" (1984);
"When Did Jesus Visil the Americas?" (1984); "The Exodus Pattern in

the Book of Mormon" (1990); "Alma's Conversion: Reminiscences in
His Sermo ns" (1992); "The Prophetic Laments of Samuel the Lamanite" (1992); and "Moses and Jesus: The Old Adorns the New" (1993).
Some of these pieces were groundbreaking when they were originally
published and have become standard points of reference in the ongoing discussion of Book of Mormon issues. For example, "The Exodul' Pattern in the Book of Mormon" and "Recove ring the Missing
Record of Lehi" have played an integral parr in the debate for many

Review of S. Kent Brown. From Jerusalem to Zarahemla: Literary
and Historical Studies of the Book' of Mormon. Provo, Utah: BYU
Religious Studies Center, 1998, xi + 198, with scripture and subject
indexes. $17.95.
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years. It is very conveni ent for the Book of Mormon student to have
these essays gathered together for the first time; they have all been revised and updated-some more than others, as have the bibliogra phies to reflect mu ch of the discussion that has taken place since
their initial publicatio n. Fou r of the studies are new and will un doubtedly generate some lively discussion in the years to come.
All study of texts, both sacred and secula r, is based on read ingwhy we read, how we read, and what we look for as we read. These
essays are a reminder that much of scholarship rests on Ihe basic task
of reading. Brown elaborates: "They represent, on the one hand, attempts to set out the dimensions and complexities of the Book of
Mo rmon record. They are nol, on the olher, attempts to finalize what
can or cannot be known about a su bject" (p. x). At the outset Brown
iden tifies the single most important di ffe rence between the sludy of
the biblical text and study of the Book of Mormon: Th e Book of
Mormon is an English translation of a text, whereas the biblicallext
is available for the most pa rt in its or iginal lan guages: "One must
keep in mind that studen ts are somewhat hand icapped beca use the
Engl ish t ranslation of Joseph Smith is effectively the Urtext. the
original docu ment. to which we must address all questions. We do
not possess the anc ient text from which Joseph Smith worked. Be cause that text is not available. there are limitations as to how far we
ca n pursue certain issues" (p. x). Brown acknowledges the difficulties
of doing "word studies" in light of the fact that the Book of Mormon
is on ly extant in translation- thus it is only the English words that
can be exam ined. For instance. a verbal phrase frequen tly used in the
Exodus account is bring out or bring forth. "One can, of course, readily
check the Hebrew term in the Bible. Bu t we are lim ited to supposing
that the same or a simila r ancient term underlies these English phrases
in Exodus-like settings desc ribed in the Book of Mormon" (p. x) .
A brief review of four of the essays will help to give an overview
of the whole book. One of th e new studies is en titled "What We re
Those Sacrifices Offered by Lehi?" (pp. 1-8). Three times in the Book
of Mo rmon Leh i and his fa mily offer sacrifice in the wilde rness (see
t Nephi 2:5-7; 5:9; 7:22). In this piece Brown questions the meaning
and purpose of these "sacrifices and offeri ngs" in light of the law of
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Moses as found in the Old -Iestament. In the Heb rew Bible the task
would be much simpler because most of the sacrifices and offeri ngs
are identified by specific terms. Brow n marshals the biblical evidence
but , more impo rtant , through a ca reful reading of the text is able to
ide ntify elements in the Book of Mormon narrative that strongly
suggest the significance of the sacrifices. Cons ideration of the context
points to the significa nce of the offering. Brown concludes that when
Lehi "made an offering unto the Lord. and gave thanks" ( I Nephi 2:7;
cf. 5:9; 7:22), "he was sacrifici ng a peace offering which served as a
thanksgivi ng for safe ty in travel. whethe r for oneself or for others"
(p. 6). When offering burnt offe rings, Lehi was doing it in the con text
of atonement for sin (sec p. 6) .
The application of methodologies familiar to biblical studies to
the tex t of th e Book of Mormon gives impress ive results. Indeed.
methodologies used for ce ntur ies in biblical studies have not yet been
attempted on most Book of Mormon texts. Of special interest in this
regard is "The Prophetic Laments of Samuel the Lamanite;' originally
published in 1992 (pp. 128-4 5). Much significa nt work has been
done in this study to identi fy and analyze poetry and poetic structures in the Book of Mormon. Applying the form -critical categories
used by biblical scholars in the study of the Psalms. Brown identifies
and isolates two poems in the sermon by Sa muel the Lamanite that
closely resemble the well-known category of "laments" in the Psalms
(see Helaman 13:32-33.33- 37). Using the work of biblical scholars.
Brown analyzes the contents and poet ic structures of these pieces. As
might be expected, Brown identifies several ways in which these
laments are similar to those found in the Bible and at the sa me time
desc ribes sign ifi ca nt differences. If these literary conventions were
known to the Nephites th rough the brass plates. we might expect to
see significan t developme nt in the biblical forms as they were passed
along in the Nephite tradition . Brown points out one development~
that these laments contain prophecies~a phenomenon that is un know n in the biblical tradition but found in the Thanksgiving psalms
from Qllmran.
In o ne of the mos t methodologically simple pieces, "Alma's
Conversion: Remin iscences in Hi s Ser mons" (pp. 11 3-27), Brown
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st udies the sermons of Alma looking for all usions to his three-day
co nversion experience. The mec hani cs of this stud y arc ver y simpl c.
yet the results are most impressive. Th rough a ca reful reading and
ana lysis of Alma's conversion as found in his recitation of this experi ence to his son Hela ma n (see Alma 36). Brown identifies six elements
of Alma's conversio n stor y (see pp. 11 4- 15). He then traces these elements through the major sermons of Alma. The result is a better appreciation and understa ndin g of Alma's sermons through recognition of these rich allusions. and a grea ter grasp of the doctrine of the
atonement that Alma teaches through the reality of his own conversion.
At least one of the new studies will generate some spirited discussion. In "Sojourn , Dwell . and Stay: Terms of Servitude" (pp. 55-74),
Brown examines the "e ight -year" sojo urn in the wilderness experi enced by Lehi and his family (see I Nephi 17:4).1 Through a detailed
word stud y of the pertinent terms used in the text, Brown comes to a
conclusio n that may be a surp rise to some, that Lehi and his fami ly
experienced a "period of se rvili ty" (p. 59) in the wilderness. He further supports his conclusion by looking at how these terms are used
in the story of Ammon in King Lamoni's cou rt.
This study raises a very important issue in Book of Mormon
scholarship--the proper use of word studies. The use of word st udies
may va ry depending on how the reader understands the process of
the translation of the Book of Mormon. In the introduction, Brown
acknowledges that final conclusion s in word studies on the Book of
Mormo n are difficult since, as we have already noted above, the text
of the Book of Mormon as translated by Joseph Smith is in English,
not in the original. ancie nt la nguage of the au thors. Brown then describes the basic premise of his work, that the Book of Mormon is a
very precise and accu rate rendering of the ancient text "Na turally. to
proceed with a study of this sort, one has to assume-correctly, in
my view-th at the English text of the Book of Mormon represents
an accurate translation which in turn can serve as the basis for stud ies of terms, whet her ind iv idu al words or phrases" (p. 55).
l.

Brow n published a related essay. "A Case (or lehi·s Bondage in Arabia," in /mmlUl

of Book ofMormmr SludicI 612 ( 1997): lOS- 17.
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Even assuming that the English words closely represent exact terminology in the ancient text, word studies can be tricky. For example. the same word in English can have many different meanings.
depending on its context. How much credibility can be given to
Hebrew word studies within Book of Mormon studies? Do the authors of the Bible use the terms in the same way the Book of Mormon docs, and can we apply the meanings of the Hebrew terms to
the context of the Book of Mormon? Brown's studies and others like
it will undoubtedly generate much discussion about methodology
in Book of Mormon studies. This discussion will ultimately lead to
further debate about the nature of the translation of the Book of
Mormon-one that will be enhanced by the upcoming publication
of a critical text of the Book of Mormon. Some may disagree with
Brown's co nclusions about Lehi and his family, but the reader might
not ever read the section about Lehi's sojourn in the wilderness in
the same way again. And the discussion of the language in the story
of Ammon and King Lamoni is a model for the potential of word
studies in the Book of Mormon.
This volume deserves attention for several reasons. These essays
are models for close reading of the Book of Mormon, for the application of a variety of methodologies, and for asking questions of the
text of the Book of Mormon in order to find previously unnoticed
evidence. A review of any single piece in this volume will reveal
much evidence in the narrative of the Book of Mormon that may not
have been noticed by careful, inquisitive readers. Some of the conclusions will be discussed and tested for years to come. As described by
the author, these studies "set out the dimensions and complexities of
the Book of Mormon record" without being "attempts to finalize
what can or cannot be known about a subject." "Hence in some
ways-though not all-these studies must be considered provisional,
not definitive" (p. x).
The studies in this volume will stimulate and challenge the
reader and, significantly, will invite the reader back to the text of the
Book of Mormon, where there is still much to be learned.

